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Introduction 


E/ven five hundred years after the loss of Al-Andalus (Islamic 

Spain) to the Catholic Monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, the sad 
event is still remembered by Muslims the world over. The 
cultural legacy of the eight hundred years of Muslim presence in 
the Iberian Peninsula is a strong one. Christian, Jewish and 
Muslim poets, historians, scientists and artists have all left us 
written records of this period in history when multi-cultural 
tolerance permitted a flowering of civilization that has rarely 
been surpassed. 

In Cordoba, the illustrious capital city of the Caliphate of Al- 
Andalus, Christians, Jews and Muslims lived as tolerant 
neighbours. Indeed, it was in such a tolerant environment that 
Islamic culture was so readily transmitted to the Christians and 
Jews of Western Europe. 

The Cordoba of a thousand years ago was a centre of Islamic 
culture and scientific learning. Scholars from both Europe and 
Islamic lands met in the city’s madrasahs and universities where 
Arabic was the unifying language. 

Cordoba’s ‘golden age’ came during the time of the caliph ‘ Abd 
al-Rahman III (929-961 CE) and continued during the reign of 
his son, Al-Hakam II (961-976 CE). Al-Hakam' s reign was a 
prosperous and stable one. The caliph welcomed scholars from 
far and wide to his court, thus making Cordoba a truly 
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international metropolis. Al-Hakam II himself was learned and 
a great bibliophile - a lover and collector of books. He, not 
surprisingly, sent his agents to all major cities of the Islamic and 
Christian worlds to purchase books for his royal library. He 
soon had one of the largest libraries of the time: a collection of 
some 400,000 volumes to which even the public had access. 

Al-Hakam also assembled an international team of artists and 
architects to help him beautify his capital city, and, in particular, 
the Great Friday Mosque. This book describes the unique story 
of Muslim-Christian co-operation that resulted in the 
construction of ‘the most beautiful mihrab in the world’. That 
this co-operation occurred a thousand years ago should remind 
Muslims today of our ancestors’ exemplary behaviour when 
convivencia - the unique coexistence among the Muslims, 
Christians, and Jews of Al-Andalus which led to a culture of 
tolerance and immense scholarship - was a reality and an 
opportunity at making dawah (i.e. ‘Invitation to Islam’) was 
rarely missed. 

To all readers of this work, my warmest salaams. 

Luqman Nagy 
Dhahran, Saudi Arabia 
Ramadhan, 1426 AH 
(November 2005) 
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^Lfter the death of the Prophet Muhammad (S) in Madinah in 

632 CE, the Islamic Empire grew at an astonishing speed. 
Muslims moved out of Arabia and spread their religion, Al- 
Islam, to all peoples - even those living as far away as Central 
Asia and North Africa. 

In northwest Africa (in present-day Morocco) most of the local 
people - the Berbers - had become Muslims. In 711 CE, the 
famous Berber commander, Tariq ibn Ziyad, led his army across 
the stretch of water separating North Africa from Christian 
Spain in Europe and within a few short years, most of Spain had 
become part of the Islamic world. The small mountain, near the 
site where Tariq entered southern Spain, is still known as 
‘Tariq’s Mountain’, or Gibraltar (from the Arabic Jabal Tariq). 

Many Spanish cities and towns both large and small, were now 
controlled by Muslims. As more and more Christians chose to 
live and worship as Muslims, the need for mosques increased all 
over the country. The beautiful city of Cordoba soon became the 
capital of Muslim Spain and the first large mosque was built 
there. 
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The small mountain, near the site where Tariq entered southern Spain, is still 
known as ‘Tariq’s Mountain’, or Gibraltar (from the Arabic Jabal Tariq). 



The Umayyad Mosque in Damascus (Syria) is one of the 

oldest and most important mosques in the Islamic world. The 
caliph, Al-Walid I, began its construction in 705 CE. Like the 
Dome of the Rock ( Al-Qubbah al-Sakhra) in Jerusalem - built 
by Al-Walid’s father, ‘ Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan - the Umayyad 
Mosque has mosaic-covered walls. 

Al-Walid had artisans from all over the world come to Damascus 
to work on his new mosque. He wanted it to be the grandest in 
the world. Teams of Byzantine mosaicists (mosaic experts) 
came from Constantinople to create the magnificent mosaics 
that cover the inside and outside wall surfaces. 

The Ancient Romans had used cut marble and stone to make 
their famous floor mosaics. But the Byzantines introduced a 
new type of mosaic: very expensive glass cubes some even 
covered with gold leaf or slivers of mother-of-pearl. As a result, 
these mosaics glistened brightly and impressed all who saw 
them. In their mosaics, experienced Byzantine craftsmen used a 
wide range of colours: blue, green, purple, yellow white and 
black. The wall mosaics of the Umayyad Mosque show 
wonderful scenes of gardens, rivers and imaginary cities. 
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Comprehension Questions 


Now, you can test your knowledge of this story by answering the following 
questions. 

Section 1: page 6 

a. What happened after the death of the Prophet Muhammad (S)? 

b. Where did Muslims spread their religion? 

c. Who are the original inhabitants of northwest Africa? 

d. What important event happened in 7 1 1 CE? 

e. What is the origin of the English word ‘Gibraltar’? 

f. Who controlled many cities and towns in Spain by the middle of the 
8 th century CE? 

g. What was needed as the Muslim population of Spain increased? 

h. What city became the capital of Muslim Spain? 

Section 2: page 8 

a. Who was ‘ Abd al-Rahman I? 

b. Who took control of the Islamic Empire and began to rule from 
Baghdad? 

c. For what reason did ‘Abd al-Rahman I travel to Spain? 

d. What did ‘Abd al-Rahman I establish in Cordoba? 

e. What was the population of Cordoba by the 1 0 th century CE? 

f. What did the city of Cordoba look like in the 1 0 th century CE? 

g. What was located in the centre of Cordoba? 

h. What river flowed through Cordoba? 

i. How long did it take to build the Great Friday Mosque of Cordoba? 
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j . Why was the Great Friday Mosque of Cordoba built? 

Section 3: page 10 

a. What mosque became the largest mosque in the western Islamic 
world? 

b. Where was the royal palace located in Cordoba? 

c. What happened each Friday in the Great Mosque of Cordoba? 

d. What had Spain (Al-Andalus) become after a few hundred years of 
Muslim rule? 

e. What had the Arabs and Berbers constructed in Spain to make the 
land so fertile? 

f. What were some fruits introduced into Spain by the Muslims? 

g. What were the markets of Muslim Spain like? 

h. Where would foreign travellers arriving in Cordoba stay? 

i. Where did all Muslim visitors to Cordoba want to pray? 

j . What had become famous throughout the Islamic world? 

Section 4: page 12 

a. What was the most common coin minted by the Umayyad rulers of 
Spain? 

b. What other coins were minted in Muslim Spain? 

c. Where were many of the silver dirhams produced? 

d. What were such Umayayd coins used for? 

e. Who was Al-Hakam II and when did he reign? 

f. What was written in Arabic in the centre of the silver dirham ? 

g. How do we know the caliph Al-Hakam II enjoyed reading books? 

h. What did Al-Hakam II want to do to the Great Mosque? 

i. What did Al-Hakam II ask the Byzantine emperor for? 

j. What does a mosaicist work with? 
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